Creating Parklands in South Essex

After a long time people are beginning to realise that South Essex, and particularly the Thames Estuary and Marshes, are very special places.  Government has agreed to fund five major greenspace projects across South Essex, supporting the good work of charities such as RSPB and Essex Wildlife Trust and the Local Authorities.

The Government Minister for Communities and Local Government, the Right Hon Margaret Beckett, announced the “Parklands” funding of £11.5 million for the five projects in South Essex in November 2008 at the Thames Gateway Forum.
  The successful projects were:-

· The restoration of the Central South Essex marshes by RSPB.

· The creation of the Thurrock Thameside Nature Park in Mucking by the Essex Wildlife Trust.

· The opening up of the former petroleum refining site at Canvey Wick by the Land Restoration Trust.

· The creation of a sustainable Eco-Centre and landscaping at Wat Tyler Country Park by Basildon District Council.

· The opening up of Aveley and Wennington Marshes in a project called “Wildspace Thurrock”.

The five projects will link up to numerous other greenspaces, cycle ways, footpaths, nature reserves, heritage sites and marshlands in what is called the “South Essex Greengrid” (www.greengrid.co.uk) . This is a project linking all the open spaces throughout South Essex from Thurrock to Southend.
The South Essex Greengrid will,

· Help people to visit the publically accessible countryside sites.
· Improve nature conservation.

· Improve air and water quality.

· Increase pride in local residents, by improving the local environment.
· Help promote South Essex as a green place where people want to live.

The new funding for the five Parkland projects will further strengthen the Greengrid allowing thousands of residents to visit high quality natural areas which are inspiring, educational and fun.

The Parklands projects in more detail
The Central South Essex Marshes

RSPB are improving 930 hectares or 2300 acres.  This is almost the size of Richmond Park!  The marshes include Vange, Pitsea, Bowers and Gifford Marshes south of Basildon and Pitsea, and West Canvey Marshes on Canvey Island.  The scale of this new nature reserve is breath-taking.

A new Visitor Centre will be built at Wat Tyler Country Park to enable thousands of visitors to enjoy the marshes.  The Visitor Centre will be heated by Willow wood from the nearby marshlands ensuring no fossil fuels will be consumed.  The South Essex Marshes will not only provide habitats and refuge for birds, but also for water voles, brown hares, reptiles and amphibians, insects and plants.  New footpaths and cycle ways will be created to enable visitors to explore the marshes.
In addition to Parklands funding, the other main funders are Heritage Lottery Fund and Cleanaway Veolia Pitsea Marshes Trust.  

The Thurrock Thameside Nature Park
Thurrock Thameside Nature Park is a new Nature Park which will be created on the site of a restored landfill site at Mucking.  It will also include the adjacent areas of Stanford Lakes, Stanford Marshes and Stanford Scrape.  The total area of the wildlife areas will be a staggering 640 hectares or 1580 acres.

The new nature park will be linked by the Thames Estuary Path to East Tilbury to the west and Wat Tyler Country Park to the east.  The park will also have a low carbon Visitor Centre which will have a superb education and training facilities.  Finally the hilly nature of the former refuse site will allow for fantastic views across the estuary and particularly straight down the estuary to Southend.
The main funder, in addition to Parklands funding, is restoration funding from Cory Environmental.

The Canvey Wick Nature Reserve

Canvey Wick is a unique ex-industrial site at the west end of Canvey Island.
In the 1960’s, this 100 hectare/250 acre site, was never commissioned due to the oil slumps in the late sixties and seventies and the discovery of North sea oil and gas.  As a result the site was abandoned and nature took over!
It was considered for redevelopment several years ago but environmentalists discovered that it was fantastically rich in plant, insect and animal species.  The national Guardian newspaper ran an article claiming the site had as many species per square metre as a rainforest and was dubbed “Canvey’s Rainforest”.  The Land Restoration Trust specialises in developing and creating green open space from ex industrial land and they have developed a plan to open the site to the public while preserving the important nature conservation sites.  The plans include opening up paths on the site and having a small education centre where local school children and members of the public can understand more about this amazing nature reserve.  
The Land Restoration Trust are seeking East of England Development Agency funding to complete the wider programme.

Wat Tyler Country Park

Wat Tyler Country Park, owned by Basildon District Council, attracts some 250,000 visitors per year.  It currently offers a variety of attractions such as an adventure playground, a miniature railway, a motor boat museum, a series of historic buildings, a RSPB centre, bird hides and country walks.
This summer, a new Visitor Centre has opened to accommodate general public and education groups.  The Centre will has a large cafe with views of the park and an engaging display which tells the story of the site which is a former munitions and gunpowder factory.

The Parklands funding will continue the development of the park around the Motorboat Museum where a Green Centre will be created highlighting the best sustainable techniques in building construction, wind turbines, solar panels, biomass wood burners etc.  In addition the funding will improve the entrance and path in network the north of the park.
Wat Tyler has attracted large amount of funding from Heritage Lottery Fund, Veolia Cleanaway Pitsea Marshes Trust, in addition to the Parklands funding.

Wildspace Thurrock

Wildspace Thurrock links to Wildspace London which is a project which is opening up the Rainham, Aveley and Wennington Marshes by the RSPB and partners.   The focus of the project is the iconic new Rainham Visitor Centre in Purfleet.  The building houses a cafe, a shop, toilets and education room but its greatest asset is the views over the wetlands and marshes.  
The Parklands funding opens up the nature reserve to the neighbouring community Purfleet by building  a new cycle/foot bridge over the river Mardyke.  In addition the cycling charity, Sustrans, are upgrading cycleways and creating new footpaths.  New artworks are being placed around the bridge to mark the entrance into the reserve.

Finally RSPB are improving the sustainability credentials of their project by building a wind turbine, which is providing electricity for the reserve and a compost toilet which is reducing the water needs of the reserve and ensuring the reserve is not adding to local pollution.

Wildspace Thurrock financial support has come from Thurrock Thames Gateway Development Corporation, Veolia Cleanaway Havering Trust in addition to the Parklands Project. 

The Future
The Parklands funding of these five sites is not the only greenspace development in South Essex.  The Local Authorities, Environmental charities and other Government organisations are preparing bids for future projects.  These will be footpaths, cycleways, new parklands, restored marshes, restored landfills and new visitor centres.  Essex County Council are coordinating this work through the Greengrid Network, a network of all the co-ordinators and managers of these sites.  It is expected that Parklands funding will encourage funding from other sources, such as Lottery, Landfill Tax and environmental charities.
Every year local residents will begin to notice the improved parks, marshes, footpaths, cycleways, bridleways and greenspaces of South Essex.  When people think of South Essex in the future, the may not think of pylons, pipelines and pits, but instead should think of birds, bugs and bobbing along on your bike  
